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Reading is one element of four skills and a very important skill in native 
and second language acquisition. For most second language learners, 
especially for foreign language learners, to acquire the ability to read in the 
target language is the major aim of language learning. Almost in any 
English exam in our country, reading comprehension holds a very large 
percentage of the whole exam. Chinese language learners of English, 
however, have many problems in SL reading. One of these problems which 
learners complain most is that they cannot perform consistently in SL 
reading, sometimes very well but sometimes poorly. 
The aim of reading is to comprehend. The reading process is not as 
simple and easy as it seems. Comprehension is actually a complicated 
physiological and psychological process. Learners can, when reading, 
encounter various problems. Many factors can cause failures in second 
language reading. This dissertation is to discuss the relation between two 
important variables in SL reading—language difficulty and schema 
application. A reading research which consists of a series of reading 
comprehension tests is conducted to measure the performance difference of 
different language learners on different tests. The research’s theoretic basis 
is from two sources. One is the “memory” theory from psycholinguistics: 
when reading, one’s memory to process information is limited. The other is 
the “comprehension” theory from cognitive science: to comprehend a text, 















knowledge to facilitate comprehension. 
The dissertation is composed of four parts. Chapter One, Two and Three 
give a theoretic survey of the studies on reading and introduce the theoretic 
basis of this research. In Chapter Four the data obtained from the test is 
qualitatively and quantitatively analyzed to testify this research’s hypothesis 
that the language processing task that is too hard can disturb learners’ 
application of schema in reading comprehension. 
In the end, this dissertation gives some suggestions on the problem 
revealed in the research. On the one hand, language teachers should put 
enough emphasis on the explanation of text structure in reading teaching. 
The improvement of language proficiency, on the other, is a gradual and 
long process to which enough importance also should be attached by both 
language teachers and learners themselves. It should not be neglected in any 
phase of language learning. 
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For many students, reading is by far the most important of the four skills 
in a second language, particularly in English as a second or foreign 
language. Certainly, if we consider the study of English as a foreign 
language around the world—the situation in which most English learners 
find themselves—reading is the main reason why students learn the 
language. In addition, at advanced proficiency levels in a second language, 
the ability to read the written language at a reasonable rate and with good 
comprehension has long been recognized to be as important as oral skills, if 
not more important.  
The aim of reading, whether in native or second language, is to get 
information, to comprehend the text. The reading process is in fact a 
comprehension process, a complicated physiological and psychological 
process. Many studies, in the last decades, have been done to probe the truth 
about comprehension process, to probe the relation between psychology, 
physiology and comprehension process. Schematic view of reading 
emphasizes the importance of schema to reading comprehension in second 
language. Schema (plural form: schemata) could be named frame, script, or 
background knowledge, which has a long and varied history, with roots in 
philosophy, psychology. Schema is not an exact construct, but represents a 
loosely structural frame within a great deal of real-world information. 
Memory is one of the key concepts in psycholinguistics. It refers to the 















a text, according to psycholinguistics (Carroll 2000), we use memory to 
store text information to facilitate comprehension. Human processing 
capacity is limited. To comprehend a text, first we have to process the 
language itself. Secondly, we have to use schema knowledge to facilitate 
comprehension. Both of these two processes need to occupy the limited 
processing capacity in human mind. This dissertation aims at probe the 
schema use under different language difficulty levels. It is hypothesized that 
under more difficult language levels, schema knowledge cannot be fully 
applied to facilitate comprehension. A set of test exercises are designed to 
measure the subjects’ use of schema knowledge in second language 
comprehension. 
Chapter One gives a general introduction of the theories on reading 
process by different researchers. Reading process is previously regarded by 
some researchers as a receptive and passive process of information 
receiving. Early work in second language reading assumed a rather passive, 
bottom-up, view of second language reading; that is, reading was viewed 
primarily as a decoding process of reconstructing the author’s intended 
meaning via recognizing the printed letters and words, and building up a 
meaning for text from the smallest textual units at the “bottom” (letter and 
words) to larger and larger units at the “top” (phrases, clauses, 
inter-sentential linkages). With the advent of Goodman’s top-down view of 
reading as a psycholinguistic process, the bottom-up view of reading fell 
into disfavor. Although top-down models also generally view reading as a 
linear process, this process moves from the top, the higher level mental 















asserts that reading is not a passive, but rather an active, and in fact an 
interactive, process. It, as its label implies, theorizes an interaction between 
the reader and the written text. 
Chapter Two and Chapter Three discuss the use and importance of 
schema knowledge and language processing in second language reading. 
Schema can be classified into content schema and formal schema. Formal 
schema refers to the knowledge about the structure of the text effective use 
of which can facilitate comprehension. To comprehend the text, however, 
one has to first process the language itself. Language processing can also be 
classified into semantic, lexical and syntactic processing. This study is to 
probe the relation between language difficulty and formal schema use in SL 
reading. 
Chapter Four introduces a test designed to measure the subjects’ formal 
schema use under language difficulty of different levels. Subjects perform 
differently when doing text comprehension exercises of different difficulty 
levels. The result data obtained from the test is qualitatively and 
quantitatively analyzed with the help of some statistical methods to measure 
whether the performance difference is significantly different in the 














Chapter One  Nature of Reading 
Chapter One  Nature of Reading 
 
1.1 Reading as a process 
Reading is a selective process. It involves partial use of 
available minimal language cues selected from perceptual 
input on the basis of the reader’s expectation. As this partial 
information is processed, tentative decisions are made to be 
confirmed, rejected or refined as reading progresses 
(Goodman, 1970, p.260).  
According to Mackay and Mountford (1979), from this statement, 
inferences can be drawn which are important in the preparation and use of 
second language reading materials: First, the definition assumes that reading 
is an active process. The reader forms a preliminary expectation about the 
material, then, selects the fewest, most productive cues necessary to confirm 
or reject that explanation. This is a sampling process in which the reader 
takes the advantage of his knowledge of vocabulary, syntax, and the real 
world. The second inference, closely tied to the first, is that reading must be 
viewed as a two-fold phenomenon involving process comprehending and 
product comprehension. Third, reading involves an interaction between 
thought and language. The reader brings to the task a formidable amount of 
information and ideas, attitudes and beliefs. This knowledge, coupled with 
the ability to make linguistic predictions, determines the expectations the 
reader will develop as he reads. Skill in reading depends on the efficient 














Chapter One  Nature of Reading 
Widdowson (1979) has mentioned that recent studies of reading have 
represented it as a reasoning activity whereby the reader creates meaning on 
the basis of textual clues. This view of how meanings can be negotiated in 
discourse is consistent with Goodman’s comments on the reading process. 
Furthermore, what Goodman is describing is a general discourse processing 
strategy of which reading is simply a particular realization. Accordingly, 
reading is an act of participation in a discourse between interlocutors. It 
seems to follow from this that reading efficiency cannot be measured 
against the amount of information contained in a text. This is incalculable 
since it depends on how much knowledge the reader brings to the text and 
how much he wishes to extract from it. Rather, reading efficiency is a matter 
of how effective a discourse the reader can create from the text, either in 
terms of rapport with the writer or in terms of his purpose in engaging in the 
discourse in the first place. In fact, in this view, reading is regarded not as 
reaction to a text but as an interaction between the writer and the reader 
mediated through the text.  
Alderson and Urquhart (1984) assert that it is possible to view reading 
both as product and as process. Research has tended to focus upon the 
product rather than the process, but this is inadequate because of the 
unpredictable and normal variation in product, and because knowing the 
product does not tell us what actually happens when a reader interacts with 
a text. The process underlies the product (which will vary from reader to 
reader, purpose to purpose, time to time and so on). The value of 
concentrating on process in research and teaching is that if processes can be 














Chapter One  Nature of Reading 
different texts, and learners can learn in order to improve their reading. The 
basic rationale behind attempts to describe process is that an understanding 
should lead to the possibility of distinguishing the processing of successful 
and unsuccessful readers. This view is dynamic rather than static—that is, it 
emphasizes a reader’s progression through a text rather than as a product. 
As Alderson and Urquart point out, a product view relates only to what the 
reader has got out of the text while a process view investigates how the 
reader may arrive at a particular interpretation. Wallace (1992) reports that 
researchers into both first and second language reading have argued against 
the view that texts are self-contained objects, the meaning of which it is the 
reader’s job merely to recover. Texts themselves do not contain meaning; 
rather they have potential for meaning. This potential is realized only in the 
interaction between text and reader. That is, meaning is created in the course 
of reading as the reader draws both on existing linguistic and schematic 
knowledge and the input provided by the printed or written text. 
 
1.2 Approaches to second language reading comprehension  
1.2.1 Reading comprehension 
Reading comprehension is a very complicated cognitive process. It has 
traditionally been conceptualized as a skill in which the reader passively 
takes in what the writer has written. However, over the past several years, 
researchers and theorists have come to recognize that this so-called passive 
skill does indeed require active participation. The interaction between the 
reader's own knowledge and the text results in comprehension. 
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